University students' ratings of teaching and teachers' performance are used in many parts of the world for the evaluation of faculty members at colleges and universities. Even though these ratings receive mixed reviews, there is little conclusive evidence on the role of the intervening variable of teacher and student gender in these ratings. Possible influences resulting from gender-related differences in different sociocultural contexts, especially where gender combination in student and faculty population is not proportionate, have not been adequately investigated in previous research. This study aimed to examine Iranian university students' ratings of the professional performance of male and female university teachers and to explore the differences in male and female university students' evaluation of teachers of the same or opposite gender. The study was a questionnaire-based cross-sectional survey with a total of 800 randomly selected students in their different years of undergraduate study (307 male and 493 female students, reflecting the proportion of male and female students in the university) from different faculties at the University of Kashan, Iran. The participants rated male and female teachers' performance in observing university regulations, relationship with colleagues, and relationships with students. The researchers used descriptive statistics, means comparison inferential statistics and focus-group interview data to analyze and compare the students' ratings. The results of one-sample t-test, independent samples t-test, and Chi-square analyses showed that a) overall, male university teachers received significantly higher overall ratings in all areas than female teachers; b) male students rated male teachers significantly higher than female students did; and c) female students assigned a higher overall mean rating to male teachers than to female teachers but this mean difference was not significant. These results are studied in relation to the findings in the related literature and indicate that gender can be an important intervening variable in university students' evaluation of faculty members.
Introduction and background
The evaluation of the effectiveness of higher education and the performances of university teachers is an enormous task because of the multidimensionality of the teaching/learning processes and the involvement of individually and socially complicated human beings. In spite of this complexity, university teachers' performances are constantly evaluated based on difference criteria to increase the standards of higher education, professional development, promotion, payment, tenure, grants and other similar good intentions. Formative and summative evaluations of teachers' performance take place in different ways in different institutions of higher education (Peterson, 2000) . Students' ratings, usually reflected in their responses to questionnaire items, are one of the widely used and common forms of evaluation. Student evaluations are a primary measure of the teaching performance of college and university faculty members in the US (Campbell, Steiner, & Gerdes, 2005, p. 211) , Europe and many other parts of the world (Basow, 2000; Radmacher & Martin, 2001 ).
In the Iranian system of university teacher evaluation, for example, students are required to respond to a teacher evaluation questionnaire constructed and approved by the Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology (MSRT) at the end of each semester. The questionnaire includes items on the teacher's appearance, his/her academic competence, his/her teaching skills, and his/her class behavior. Data collected through this questionnaire are stored, analyzed, and used for the purposes mentioned above (see Ahanchian, 2003) . It should be noted that the teaching profession in higher education in Iran is predominantly male dominated at present even though the population of female students is significantly higher than male students. Based on the latest formal statistics from the Institute of Research and Planning in Higher Education (IRPHE, 2010) a total of around 21,000 (12 percent female and 88 percent male) university teachers (lecturers, assistant professors, associate professors, and professors teach at different public institutions of higher education controlled by the Iranian Ministry of Higher Education (MSRT). These teachers teach a total of 1713652 students attending public colleges and universities including 668588 (39 percent) male and 1045064 (61 percent) female students. The total number of teachers and students in all ranks is much bigger in the private section of Iranian higher education but reflects almost the same gender compositions-the male dominated teacher population and the female dominated student population.
This combination of the teaching staff is very different from other countries. According to Carrington et al. (2007) , in recent years, policy-makers in England, Australia and some other countries have called for measures to increase male recruitment to the teaching profession in compulsory schooling because of the lower number of male teachers and beliefs in the unexamined assumptions of the benefits of matching teachers and pupils by gender.
Under such circumstances, students' ratings have great consequences for university teachers, decision makers, and students. Teachers may be underpaid or demotivated as a result of students' ratings. In fact, tenure and promotion decisions are among the most common applications of the results of students' evaluation of university teachers (Dukes & Victoria, 1989; Schwier, 1982; Seldin, 1989; Tieman & Rankin-Ullock, 1985) . Opinions about the value of student ratings are divided. Some policy makers may receive faulty information communicated through biased students' evaluation of teachers. As students' ratings may be affected by irrelevant variable such as grades or gender, they may have unintended adverse consequences such as grade inflation referred to by Langbein (2007) , as student rating can give faculty a clear incentive to inflate grades to get higher course ratings.
On the other hand, some previous research shows that student ratings of teachers may be -at least to some extent -reliable, valid and generalizable (Craig, Redfield, & Galluzzo, 1986; Konrad, 1986; Schwier, 1982) . Commenting on the related body of research from North America, Morgan and Davies (2006) conclude that student ratings of instructor effectiveness contained some valid information even if imperfectly measured and imperfectly defined. (p. 3) Marsh (1984) and Cashin (1988) also contend that students' ratings of university teachers are positively correlated with teachers' self-rating of teaching effectiveness and therefore students' ratings are . Gender differences in students' ratings of university teachers in the Iranian education system. Learning and Teaching in Higher Education: Gulf Perspectives 13 (1) . http://dx.doi.org/10.18538/lthe.v13.n1.232 3 dependable. However, there are also many studies (e.g. Langbein, 2007; Andersen & Miller, 1997) that cast doubts on the validity and reliability of students' evaluation of university teachers or at least do not view these ratings as the only source of evaluation data because of the intervening variables that may affect them.
Many variables are mentioned that might affect students' rating of university teachers. Grades that students receive from their teachers are an important variable in many contexts. According to Andersen and Miller (1997) , students' expectations can also affect their teacher evaluation. The way they are treated by the teacher, the teacher's personality variables, affiliation, rank, and many other factors may affect students' evaluations of teachers. One possible intervening variable in students' evaluation of teachers in higher education is gender. Teaching effectiveness may have the greatest influence on students' ratings; however, gender bias is also an important part of evaluating teachers by their students (Dukes and Victoria, 1989) . So, the central purpose of this study is to explore the role of gender in students' evaluation of teachers in higher education.
Gender and university students' evaluation of teachers
Gender bias in students' rating of university teachers has been the focus of many studies and the results have so far been rather controversial and contradictory. Siskind and Kearns (1997) contend that previous research has come up with drastically different results on the role of gender in students' evaluation of faculty members at colleges and universities. As summarized in the following paragraphs, previous research has shown results as varied as no difference in overall students' ratings of male and female faculty; male faculty superiority in students' ratings; female faculty superiority; same-gender rating superiority; opposite-gender superiority; male superiority in some dimensions of teaching effectiveness; and female superiority in some dimensions (See also Huston, 2005) .
Some researchers, such as Hamermesh and Parker (2005) and Miller and Chamberlin (2000) , found that female faculty members received lower total course evaluation ratings. Similarly, Burns-Glover and Veith (1995) found that university students who rated the suitability of three fictitious applicants in terms of behaviors and traits necessary for "great professors" showed clear biases in their ratings. All student raters favored male teacher traits in this study and male student raters showed greater bias toward male teachers. In another study, Basow and Silberg (1987) , who studied the ratings of over 1,000 undergraduates for 16 male and female professors in terms of teaching effectiveness and sex-typed characteristics, found that male students gave female professors significantly poorer ratings than male professors on teaching evaluation measures. Female students also evaluated female professors less favorably than male professors on some measures. This clearly points to a less favorable condition for female teachers in general in this group of studies. Basow (1998) argued that even though the overall effect of gender on the students' evaluations of teachers may not be great (only 3 percent of the variance observed in this study), in interaction with other related variables, this bias can eventually make student rating biased against female teachers. In a study by Bennett (1982) , it was concluded that students form their own criteria for rating male and female teachers expecting higher standards from female professors than male professors. The study showed that students used similar criteria for rating male and female instructors; however, female teachers were seen as charismatic but not authoritarian with higher ratings in terms of professionalism, presentation skills, and accessibility.
In contrast with the studies that report higher students' ratings for male teachers, there is a second group of studies whose findings point to higher ratings for female teachers. Results of some of these . Gender differences in students' ratings of university teachers in the Iranian education system. Learning and Teaching in Higher Education: Gulf Perspectives 13 (1) . http://dx.doi.org/10.18538/lthe.v13.n1.232 4 studies show that both male and female students tend to rate their female teachers higher (Costa, Terracciano & McCrae, 2001; Kierstead, D'Agostino & Dill, 1988) . On the other hand, some studies show that only female students rate female teachers higher. For instance, Bachen, McLoughlin, and Garcia's (1999) found that compared with male teachers, female teachers attained higher rankings from female students. In this study male student raters did not rate female and male teachers significantly differently. The reported bias was attributed partly to students' gender schema referring to "basic cognitive structures concerning gender that help guide their perceptions, interpretations, and recall of people and events" (p. 193) . This study used students' self-reported perceived differences between male and female faculty members as "general cases" (p. 198) rather than actual teachers which might reflect schema-affected evaluations.
In a third group of studies, statistically significant differences in evaluations for male and female instructors have not been reported (Ahanchian, 2003; Centra & Gaubatz, 2000; Feldman, 1993; Franklin & Theall, 1992; Santhanam & Hicks, 2002) . Ahanchian (2003) studied 371 students using the teacher evaluation questionnaire approved by the Iranian Ministry of Science, Research and Technology (MSRT) and administered by the evaluation unit of public universities and added up scores on all its items without considering individual items or the classification of items to the aspects of teachers' behavior that they measured. He reported no significant effect for student gender. Similarly, Hameed, Ali, Hameed, Saleem, and Javed (2015) studied the relationship between gender and teacher evaluation in the case of 250 students from four different universities of Pakistan and found that teachers were evaluated equally by the male and female students in terms of organizing and planning courses and communication skills. In students rating of teaching quality at the university level, Fernandez and Mateo (1997) found no relationships between ratings and teachers' or students' gender. Feldman (1992 Feldman ( , 1993 argued that even though a small number of related studies show higher student ratings for male university teachers, global evaluations of male and female teachers are not radically different.
Same-gender preferences in students' rating of teachers have also been noted in a number of studies, most of which show that female university student raters rank their female instructors higher (Basow & Silberg, 1987; Feldman, 1993; Centra & Gaubatz, 2000) . Examining the effects of gender on students' evaluation of teaching at university, Centra and Gaubatz (2000) found that female instructors obtained higher ratings on some scales by their female students, while their male colleagues attained higher ratings by male students on just one scale of course organization and planning, showing that samegender preferences were stronger for female students. Similarly, Basow (1995) reported that female members of university received higher ratings from their female students and lower ratings from their male students. A somewhat different observation was reported in a study by Lueck, Endres, and Caplan (1993) . This study showed that both male and female students assigned higher ratings to their samegender instructors. Overall, there seems to be less empirical support for same-gender preferences in the case of male students.
Research on teacher evaluation has shown that teachers may be rated by their students based on how they are perceived in terms of warmth, interpersonal contact, and interest in their students (Kierstead, D'Agostino, & Dill, 1988; Bennett, 1982; Downs & Downs, 1993) . These variables may affect female teachers more seriously in societies where the norms restrict their contact with the opposite sex. Biased male and female students' evaluation of teachers may also interact with other variables such as course level, discipline, or dominance in male-dominated or female-dominated contexts of education. Previous experience with teachers has also been shown to increase their ratings in the case of female teachers (Fandt & Stevens, 1991 What is evident in the research literature is that gender of the students and teachers can influence students' teacher evaluation. Conclusions about the directions of effect are, of course, difficult to draw because many variables are at work and major studies from some contexts are lacking. Clayson (2013) found significant links between end-of-the-semester teacher evaluations and students' first impressions of the instructor and the instructor's personality. Students' expected grades, the level of study, and instructor's status also need to be taken into account in relation to students' ratings of instructors (Goldberg & Callahan, 1991) . Kierstead, D'Agostino, and Dill (1988) studied the effects of variables such as social contacts between instructor and students, instructor's facial expressions, and instructor's gender on students' evaluation of teaching. They reported that instructor sex interacted with the other variables (student-instructor contacts and facial expressions). They argued that students' higher expectations of female instructors' performance led to their lower rating. That is, a male and a female teacher who are of the same standard might receive different ratings just because of their students' expectations.
Student groups in higher education are not homogenous and may therefore evaluate teachers differently using different evaluation instruments. The research reviewed above indicates that great differences in rating faculty might be due to variables such as the gender of the students and/or the gender of the teachers. As the review shows, the criteria that students form in their minds about teachers, their gender schema, their expectations from their teachers, and their sense of identity with their teachers as in reported higher same-gender evaluations underline the undeniable role of gender in students' evaluations of teachers. Since these factors are culture and context dependent, data from various socio-cultural contexts can contribute to the better understanding of the role of gender in teacher evaluation. The purpose of the present research was to explore possible gender-related differences in teacher evaluation by students in an Iranian context. In previous research examining gender-related differences in students' teacher evaluation, students have been asked to rate real (Bennett, 1982) , hypothetical (Rubin, 1981) , or general case (Bachen, McLoughlin, & Garcia, 1999 ) male and female teachers on different instruments eliciting information on various teaching behaviors, social contacts, and traits. This study asked male and female students to rate actual specific teachers who taught the evaluators rather than collecting data on the evaluation of hypothetical teachers or general cases. There is actually no agreement on the construct validity of the instruments administered to measure students' ratings of instructional effectiveness or professional performance of teachers. Clayson (2014) , for instance, found major evidence that student evaluations on ratemyprofessors.com were "biassed by a halo effect" in measuring teaching effectiveness. On the other hand, as Clayson admits, to say that SET [students' evaluation of teaching] is invalid as a measure of effective teaching does not mean that the instruments do not validly measure something else. (p. 696).
The main reason for this problem is that the instruments used in previous research are context-and purpose-specific. The instrument constructed for data collection in the present study elicited data on how male and female teachers were evaluated in terms of observing university regulations, relationships with colleagues, and with students. The findings can, therefore, be used to complement previous research findings. The study specifically addressed the following research questions:
1. Are male and female university teachers rated differently in terms of observing university regulations, relationship with colleagues and with their students?
2. Do male and female students rate same-gender and opposite gender teachers differently in terms of observing university regulations, relationship with colleagues and with their students? 
Methods

Participants
The researchers administered the questionnaire to a randomly selected sample of 1000 university students at the faculties of humanities, science, engineering, and arts at the University of Kashan. The purpose was to select data from a large-enough sample that adequately represented the total population of undergraduate students (n= 6000 students taught by a total of 300 teachers). Only participants from the second, third, and fourth year were selected to make sure they had enough contact with instructors to be able to complete the evaluation questionnaire. Because of the much lower number of female teachers at the university (10%), the researchers made sure that each questionnaire was completed by a participant who had academic interactions with female teachers as well. Some targeted students had left many items of the questionnaire unanswered (including gender specification) or taken the questionnaire away. The researchers, therefore, decided to stop data collection once 800 completed questionnaires had been accumulated (307 male and 493 female 38.4% and 61.9% respectively).
Data collection instruments
The main instrument of the study was a researcher-created questionnaire and the research questions were answered based on the data collected through this questionnaire. Even though the study did not contain any significant qualitative part, interview with a sub-sample was also considered for further clarification of the quantitative data provided by the whole sample. To measure the participants' views about male and female university teachers' professional performance in terms of observing university regulations, relationships with colleagues, and relationships with students, a five-point Likert scale questionnaire was developed based on an examination of the contents of items on the questionnaire given to Iranian university students at the end of each semester for teacher evaluation by the Iranian Ministry of Science, Research, and Technology. The researcher also used the University of Texas guidelines for Intern teacher/student self-evaluation as well as comments by the colleagues in the preparation of the questionnaire. For validity considerations, the items of the questionnaire were written in the respondents' mother tongue, Persian, to make sure that they were fully comprehensible for all the participants. The questionnaire was also pilot tested with a group of 35 students in a class to revise and modify ambiguous items and to prepare the final form of the questionnaire.
The final version of the questionnaire (Appendix A) consisted of two parallel sets of 24 items that elicited information on students' ratings of their male and female teachers' professional behavior (in terms of observing university regulations, relationships with colleagues, and with students). Students were asked to assign overall ratings based on all the teachers they had had at the university. Each item/statement was mentioned twice: once for male, and once for female professors. Items were written in five-point Likert scale ranging from a score of 1 to 5, with 1 representing "never" and 5 representing "always". The questionnaire included ten items on professors' observing university regulations (items 1-10), seven items on their relationships with colleagues (items [11] [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] [17] , and seven items on their relationships with students (item [18] [19] [20] [21] [22] [23] [24] . The Cronbach alpha reliability for the questionnaire was 0.93 (number of items=48). Back-translation by an expert colleague at the English Department was used to validate the wording and translation of items administered in the participants' mother tongue, Persian. 
Data analysis method
The data for this research were collected over a period of 2 months in early 2010 with the help of student assistants using three methods of questionnaire distribution and collection: through students' institutional emails, through the university postal service for university accommodation and through direct contacts in classrooms. When the data on students' ratings of male and female teachers were collected, they were checked and entered into SPSS data files. These ratings were analyzed and the results were compared using descriptive and means comparison inferential statistics of one-sample ttest, independent samples t-test, and Chi-square analyses. The findings were finally checked with the common themes extracted from a focus-group interview with 20 randomly selected participants during which they expressed their reasons for choosing either male or female instructors as better teachers.
Results
During the analyses of the data and for better classification and summarization purposes, mean ratings of both male and female teachers in three subgroups of items were considered apart from the analyses of means on each individual item. The new means were the new dependent variables in the data. These included observing university regulations (10 items), relationships with their colleagues (7 items), and on relationships with students (7 items). Initial descriptive statistics showed that male university teachers achieved higher means than female teachers on all the items and as Table 1 shows, male university teachers were rated higher in observing university regulations, relationships with their colleagues, and relationships with students. Their total scores were also higher than those for female teachers. One-sample T-test was performed in order to check the statistical significance of these differences between the means produced by male and female teachers and the results summarized in Table 2 indicate that all were significant: ratings in each category and in total were significantly higher for male teachers. The first research question of the study therefore received a positive response, that is male and female university teachers receive significantly different ratings. Male and female students' ratings of males and female teachers were also looked at separately to see whether students rated same-gender and opposite gender teachers differently in terms of observing . Gender differences in students' ratings of university teachers in the Iranian education system. Learning and Teaching in Higher Education: Gulf Perspectives 13 (1) . http://dx.doi.org/10.18538/lthe.v13.n1.232 8 university regulations and relationship with students and relationship other professors. Descriptive statistics summarized in Table 3 show that male students consistently rated female teachers lower than male teachers. The mean rating of female teachers by male students was 7.85 in contrast to a mean of 9.5 assigned to them by their same-gender students. Female teachers were rated lower by male students in all the three areas of observing university regulations, relationships with their colleagues, and relationships with students. Even though female students assigned a higher total mean rating to male teachers than to female teachers, this mean difference was not significant. Therefore, it was down to the male students that male professors were rated more highly than female professors overall. Comparisons of means for teachers by gender across the two groups of male and female students indicated that female teachers are rated significantly lower by male students (p= 0.001). As Table 4 shows, the mean differences in the ratings received by male and female teachers are significant. To compare the differences in the expected frequencies of responses to items on the evaluation questionnaire and to confirm the results of the independent sample t-test, Chi square was also calculated, the result of which are summarized in Table 5 . As the table shows, mean differences in the ratings of female teachers by male and female students are significant (x2=552.62, p≤0.05) . Gender differences in students' ratings of university teachers in the Iranian education system. Learning and Teaching in Higher Education: Gulf Perspectives 13 (1) . http://dx.doi.org/10.18538/lthe.v13.n1.232 9 The data collected for the purposes of this study also included a recorded focus-group interview in which 20 students expressed their reasons for choosing either male or female teachers as professionally better. Although the analysis of the contents of this interview was not directly relevant to the research questions and was not used to test the research hypotheses, the themes appearing in its coding were in line with the quantitative findings. Based on the recurrent themes observed in both male and female students' responses, obstacles such as expected younger age of marriage, pregnancy, and tougher employment conditions were main obstacles for the career prospect of female teachers. Both male and female students mentioned that male teachers were expected to be more successful because they were taken more seriously than women, they were the responsible and careful bread-winners of the family, and because they acted and decided less emotionally. These recurrent themes in the coded interview data support the quantitative findings of the study that female students assign a higher total rating to male teachers.
Discussion
The data and the analyses in this study indicate that male university teachers are rated significantly higher by male student evaluators. Male and female university teachers are rated by students differently in terms of observing university regulations, relationship with students, and relationship with other professors and in all these areas male teachers receive higher ratings from the total population of students irrespective of same-gender preferences. These findings support the ones found by scholars like Hamermesh and Parker (2005) and Miller and Chamberlin (2000) , who also found that female faculty members received lower total course evaluation ratings. In contexts such as Iran where teaching in higher education is still male dominated in spite of the greater population of female students, women teachers form a minority in the community of higher education teachers, which can affect their group dynamics. What Ahanchian (2003) found in the university of Mashhad in Northern Iran was not supported by this study. In spite of his strong arguments that student gender can be a source of bias in teacher evaluation, he found no difference between male and female students in their evaluations of their teachers. One strength of the present study was that it analyzed the evaluation of male and female teachers separately, a point which was overlooked in Ahanchian's study of the evaluation of Iranian university teachers by students. Male and female students' evaluation of same or different gender teachers may not be the same. The findings of this study showed that male students evaluated same gender (male) teachers significantly higher than they rated female teachers. A reanalysis of his data and data from other major universities will certainly shed more light on the issue. With the student population of over 60 percent female students and a teacher population of around 10 percent female teachers in Iranian public universities, with the student population of over 60 percent female students and a teacher population of around 10 percent female teachers in Iranian public universities, It seems that less bias should be exercised in offering employment conditions to women teachers in Iranian higher education. The findings of the study point to the fact that female students, who form the majority of the student population in the context of the study, do not make significantly different evaluation of same and different gender teacher. Therefore, equal employment opportunities for male . Gender differences in students' ratings of university teachers in the Iranian education system. Learning and Teaching in Higher Education: Gulf Perspectives 13 (1) . http://dx.doi.org/10.18538/lthe.v13.n1. 232 10 and female teachers in institutions of higher education can gradually improve the gender composition of the community of higher education teachers.
The study also showed that even though female students tend to rate same-gender teachers higher in some areas, they actually assign ratings to opposite gender teachers that are not significantly lower; whereas, male students rate female teachers significantly lower in all areas including observing university regulations, relationship with students, and relationship with other professors. In other words, in line with the findings of studies by Hamermesh and Parker (2005) and Miller and Chamberlin (2000) female faculty members receive lower total course evaluation ratings. However, these lower ratings are because their opposite gender students, male students, rate them lower.
In the context where this study was carried out, male students' evaluation significantly favored male teachers. However, female students' evaluation was not significantly different for same and different gender teachers. These findings will certainly not be final decisions unless replications in other universities with larger samples and national surveys confirm them.
Conclusions
Student ratings, now one of the most widely used sources of information on teaching effectiveness and teacher evaluation in higher education, are sometimes not welcome by teachers and scholars as they can be biased, are easy to abuse, and do not always lead to improvements in teaching. In using faculty evaluating systems, gender of the teacher and students has often been shown to be a relevant factor. The magnitude of the effect of this variable may vary based on the context, the role of the faculty, the expectation of the students, and many other variables. Student ratings alone can, therefore, not be considered enough in teacher evaluation (Seldin, 1993) . Evaluators need to look at more sources of information and assign correct weightings to these sources of information (Arreola, 2000) and as Cashin (1995) argues, viewing student ratings as data rather than evaluations may help to put them in proper perspective. As our study indicates, male and female students may have different ratings of their same and different gender teacher. In other word, both the gender of the student evaluator and that of the teacher evaluated are factors worth considering. Viewed as data, students' ratings of their teachers can be cautiously used along with other kinds of data such as ratings by other faculty members and course results to make better evaluations of teachers in higher education. This can be one implication of the present study for the teacher Supervision evaluation units of Iranian universities known as NezaratArzyabi office.
